I
t seems appropriate to complement the commentaries on peer review in this issue of AJHP with an editor's perspective on certain aspects of the topic. I leave aside a discussion of the necessity for and limitations of peer review. Instead, I provide a few glimpses into how peer review is used at a practical level by AJHP editors and offer some suggestions on how reviewers and authors can make the system work more smoothly. My fellow AJHP editors may handle certain processes slightly differently than I do, but I suspect that they-and editors of other biomedical journals, including those with pharmacy audiences 1 -have similar thoughts on the overall topic. My views reflect almost 3 decades of experience as an AJHP pharmacist editor. During that time, I have solicited thousands of peer reviews and participated in weekly meetings in which peer reviews are applied to decisions about submissions. The context for my suggestions can be best understood if I first briefly describe AJHP's manuscript process and the responsibilities of its editors, at least to the extent that peer review is concerned.
General considerations. Editors work under a mandate to process enough accepted manuscripts to fill upcoming issues and to publish those issues on time. Such are the expectations of readers, who deserve value for their membership or subscription fees, and of advertisers, who want their messages to appear on a predictable schedule. Because of AJHP's diverse readership, the editors generally try to place in any particular issue articles of varying types (e.g., drug reviews, research reports, descriptive reports, opinion pieces) and topics.
AJHP receives many more manuscripts than it can publish, and the editors' decisions on which to pursue depend on multiple factors. If a submission falls within AJHP's scope, it should be of sufficient quality and novelty, factors for which peer reviewers often provide vital advice. These, however, are not the only considerations. Editors may have to be more selective when manuscripts on specific topics are relatively abundant and cover similar ground and more liberal when there are not enough submissions to meet certain perceived needs. Thus, authors' success in having their submissions pursued for publication may depend somewhat on timing as well as quality. The journal's particular needs are usually not disclosed in detail to authors or peer reviewers of specific manuscripts.
Editors and authors want quick decisions about submissions, but the process depends largely on the journal having an adequate pool of willing and responsive reviewers. Because of the large and growing number of submissions to AJHP, the editors can have difficulty identifying enough reliable reviewers while not overburdening them with review assignments. Some reviewers simply do not respond to invitations to review, even when those invitations are repeated. This inaction causes delays because some time must elapse before it becomes obvious that no response is forthcoming. Issuing too many invitations can result in a surplus of reviews-if most or all of the invitees agree to help-and shrink the pool of available reviewers. Many reviewers are tardy in submitting their comments, while others never submit comments after repeatedly promising to do so. The broken promises are particularly troublesome, because they can force the issuance of new invitations and add weeks to the decision-making process.
For submissions pursued for publication, editors' responsibilities continue through complex revision and production steps. At any point in time, articles for several upcoming issues are in some stage of this process and may require an editor's input; all steps are driven by deadlines that help ensure on-time publication. The result is that editors must multitask and avoid inefficiencies. Thus, editors must consider whether particular manuscripts-and their authors-are likely to make the editorial team's job easier or more difficult. The more roadblocks presented by carelessly prepared manuscripts or by inattentive or uncooperative authors, the less time remains to polish the articles in the production pipeline. When a looming deadline forces an editor to choose which manuscript to handle first, the natural inclination is to opt for a submission that appears easy to process because its authors have done their part. Problem manuscripts are likely to be put aside and dealt with later.
Selecting peer reviewers. Each newly submitted AJHP manuscript is assigned to a pharmacist editor to act as its corresponding editor-the editor who will see the manuscript through the publication process and be the journal's primary contact with the manuscript's authors. On being assigned a new manuscript, this editor determines whether its topic is within the journal's scope and looks for fatal flaws or other reasons for immediate rejection. Some submissions that pass this initial screening can proceed to the decision step without peer review; examples include speeches and short manuscripts whose primary purpose is to offer advice or express an opinion.
Corresponding editors seek the advice of peer reviewers with 2 major purposes: (1) to assist with the decision to accept the submission as is, request that it be revised, or reject and (2) to provide the authors of a pursued submission with recommendations for improving their manuscript. I usually aim to invite at least 3 individuals to review the manuscript; the goal is to have at least 2 invitations accepted, but the number of invitations can be greater for a manuscript that calls for experts in multiple topics. After determining at least 1 subject area that describes the submission, I search AJHP's reviewer database for persons who have identified themselves as expert in the applicable area or areas. For a research report, it is often helpful to seek the advice of a reviewer knowledgeable about research methods or statistics, apart from the submission's actual topic. In the resulting lists of reviewers, I look for those who have reviewed a submission within the past several months; this criterion helps to ensure that the reviewers' e-mail addresses are current and that the reviewers are still active in the selected subject area. Among this group of recent reviewers, I search for persons I know, from previous experience, to be helpful or for those whose reviews have received quality ratings of "excellent" or "very good." A quality rating is assigned by a corresponding editor for each review received, and ratings are averaged into a summary descriptor for each reviewer. Quality screening narrows the field considerably. For example, 1 commonly used clinical subject area has 349 reviewers, 159 of whom have a rating for submitted reviews: "excellent" for 1 reviewer, "very good" for 39, "good" for 100, and "poor" or "do not use" for 19. The next step is to look for evidence that the identified individuals have submitted their reviews on time and have a consistent rather than spotty record of assisting the journal. Finally, to avoid overburdening reviewers, those who are currently evaluating a submission or have assisted in the very recent past are dropped from consideration. The goal is for invitations to elicit quick agreements to review and on-time reviews. When no reviewers in our database meet all these criteria, new reviewers can sometimes be identified among recommendations offered by the AJHP Editorial Board, by the submission's authors, or by individuals invited but unable to review the submission. On occasion, contacting authors of relevant articles cited in the submission or identified in a PubMed search yields a willing reviewer. After sending invitations to 2 reviewers identified through these methods, I then issue an invitation to an individual who has never reviewed for AJHP and whose contact information was recently submitted. This provides the editors with an opportunity to assess a new reviewer's performance while giving that person a chance to contribute to and learn from the process.
Invitations to reviewers, which are sent by e-mail and repeated automatically if there is no response, include the submission's title and abstract (if an abstract is provided by the authors). Reviewers who accept the invitation are usually asked to submit their comments within 15 days, though the due date is typically extended during the holiday season and is negotiable. In AJHP's online manuscript submission and review system, reviewers use a drop-down menu to select a recommendation (accept, accept with revisions, or reject) and enter free-text comments in 2 boxes, 1 intended for the editors only and the other intended for the authors; a reviewer's identity is not revealed to authors. Individuals who decline the invitation to review can provide a reason from a dropdown menu (too busy, traveling, not interested, topic outside area of expertise, conflict of interest) and suggest alternative reviewers.
It is unusual for all of the initially invited reviewers to accept and submit useful comments by the due date. More commonly, at least 1 invitee declines or fails to respond to the invitation or does not submit remarks by the due date. In these cases, I issue additional invitations; sometimes 10 or more invitations are sent, with little positive response, within a month of a submission's receipt. Once a sufficient number of peer reviews-enough to assist in a decision-are in hand for a particular submission, the manuscript can be presented to the other editors for discussion; final decisions about how to proceed are the responsibility of the editor in chief. In some instances, only a single useful peer review has been received, and the editors use it instead of seeking additional reviews. In rare cases, no invited reviews are received after several weeks, and the corresponding editor makes a recommendation on the basis of his or her careful reading of the submission; this practice is limited to relatively simple manuscripts. No manuscripts with complex content are pursued for publication without peer review. During these discussions, each corresponding editor presents his or her manuscripts, describes the views of peer reviewers, and recommends acceptance, revision, or rejection.
Using peer reviews. In AJHP's process, reviewers' overall recommendations-to accept, accept with revisions, or reject-are considered general opinions but are not used as votes. Much more important are reviewers' remarks about a submission's quality, place in the literature, and other considerations. The editors also consider the current need for a particular manuscript, the likelihood of receiving an acceptable revision, and other factors outside of reviewers' and authors' sphere of knowledge. The result may be a decision that seems at odds with the reviewers' comments. For example, the decision may be to pursue revision of a submission thought by reviewers to be of less-than-stellar quality if its topic is of high interest and reasonable hope exists that revising the manuscript will improve it substantially. On the other hand, a manuscript receiving generally positive reviews may be rejected if a superior submission on the same topic is in hand or if the editors detect serious flaws overlooked by the reviewers.
The corresponding editor relays the editorial decision to the authors, along with comments that the reviewers intended for the authors. When I request revision of a manuscript, I include editors' instructions and recommendations that are distinct from the reviewers' comments. Such instructions sometimes indicate whether to follow specific recommendations offered by the reviewers. For example, if a reviewer suggests adding a table, I might tell the authors to disregard or to be sure to follow that point. In a rejection letter, I usually include a brief explanation of the decision without going to great lengths to suggest how the manuscript might be improved; routinely providing detailed feedback-other than the remarks, if any, offered by reviewers-would take more time than is available. When I send a decision letter, I also send each reviewer of the submission a letter that includes all of the reviewers' comments intended for the authors. That letter, which lets reviewers compare their comments with those of other reviewers, is typically the only feedback that an editor has time to provide to reviewers. At this point in the process, I rate the quality of each review, as previously described.
Authors may decide that certain comments of the reviewers do not warrant changes to the manuscript, but editors' instructions should always be followed unless explicit permission is obtained for doing otherwise. Authors should include with their revision a cover letter outlining how reviewers' and editors' remarks were addressed; diverging from reviewers' suggestions is generally acceptable if a defensible explanation for doing so is provided. If a revised manuscript requires another round of peer review, the process is repeated, and the same or different peer reviewers may be used. In rare cases, a revision reveals its authors' inability or unwillingness to produce what the editors consider an acceptable manuscript, and further consideration of the submission is terminated. Once a final decision to accept or reject the manuscript is made, peer reviewers' input for that manuscript comes to an end.
Advice for reviewers. In AJHP's online manuscript-submission system, any individual can register as a reviewer, and authors submitting manuscripts can indicate whether they are willing to act as reviewers. The manuscript process described above should help make clear how the following suggestions for reviewers can contribute to the system's efficiency. script's title or abstract that the submission's topic is outside your areas of expertise. The corresponding editor may need your assistance with an aspect of the manuscript that does not appear in the title or abstract. If you accept the invitation and discover later that you are not qualified to review any aspect of it, inform the editor immediately. 5. Strive to provide useful comments, even if the manuscript's quality falls well below your own standards of acceptability. There may be a reason-for example, an appeal of a previous decision or the desire to give a marginal submission the benefit of the doubt-behind the editor's decision to ask for your opinion. Editors will not intentionally waste reviewers' time. 6. Make your recommendation and comments to the editors consistent with the comments addressed to the authors. Reviewers sometimes recommend rejecting a submission and criticize it in remarks to the editors while complimenting the authors on a job well done. When the editors follow a reviewer's recommendation to reject, the authors are likely to be confused if the feedback they see from the same reviewer implies that the submission should be pursued for publication. 7. For AJHP submissions, do not comment extensively on grammar, punctuation, sentence structure, and the like. AJHP has expert copyeditors to make the appropriate changes. Reviewers should comment on the substance of a submission and, if necessary, on the correctness of technical terminology but not on the writing skill of its authors. Reviewers' suggestions about improving writing are often inconsistent with AJHP practices.
8. Point out the strengths of a submission as well as aspects that can be improved, and do so in a professional and courteous tone. Submitting a balanced review can encourage authors, ease the disappointment of a decision to reject, and provide some assurance that the evaluation is unbiased. AJHP editors sometimes excise reviewers' sarcastic or otherwise harsh comments before forwarding the review to authors, but doing so may have the unintended consequence of reducing the emphasis with which a criticism is made. Editors may decide against using reviewers who repeatedly use hurtful language. 9. Involve other individuals in peer review. Experienced peer reviewers can help add to the reviewer pool by recruiting pharmacy students, residents, and professional colleagues as collaborators or trainees when reviewing manuscripts. The knowledge and confidence gained by those additional involved individuals may prompt them to offer their services to journals as reviewers and enhance the quality of the reviews they prepare on their own.
Advice for authors. Manuscript authors may believe that they have little influence on the peer-review process. On the contrary, they can affect not only how their own submissions are handled but how other manuscripts submitted to the same journal are processed.
1. Put your best effort into the original submission. Authors should not think of the manuscript-review process as a service that will help convert a rough draft into a polished article or that they will always be given the opportunity to submit a revision. Conclusion. The peer-review and publication processes depend on teamwork among authors, reviewers, and the editorial staff. Authors and reviewers can contribute to a high-quality and on-time journal by recognizing their integral roles and adhering to journal standards and instructions.
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